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On August 7, President Ernesto Samper marked his second anniversary in office. During the entire
two years, the president has been engulfed in crisis, and most analysts consider that his major
accomplishment is still occupying the presidency. Besieged both nationally and from the US, the
president vows he will not be forced out of office before his term ends in two more years. Two
days after Samper's election on June 19, 1994, accusations surfaced that his campaign had received
millions of dollars from Cali drug-cartel bosses Miguel and Gilberto Rodriguez Orejuela. Although
Samper was never able to disprove the accusations, he was exonerated by Congress last June 12 (see
NotiSur, 06/21/96).
However, Samper's campaign treasurer, Santiago Medina, his administrative director, Juan Manuel
Avella, and his campaign director and former defense minister, Fernando Botero, are all behind
bars on charges related to the infusion of drug money into the campaign. Medina, who was the first
to admit that money from the Cali cartel had been accepted by Samper's organization and who
insisted that Samper knew and approved of the donation, was condemned to 64 months in prison
and assessed a fine of US$3 million for his role. "Samper must choose between the gringos and the
Rodriguez Orejuela brothers," Medina said recently. "Both options have their costs. If he chooses
the Rodriguez brothers, the US will go after him; if he chooses the gringos, the Rodriguez brothers
will go after him."
On Samper's anniversary, most commentary focused on analyzing the president's uncanny ability to
weather the worst political storm in Colombia in decades. Even Samper's adversaries begrudgingly
admire his tenacity and political acumen that have brought him considerable success. While
Samper faces formidable opposition, it is divided and unorganized. Even the opposition Partido
Conservador is divided, with many of its leaders backing Samper, thanks in part to government
handouts. Half the population, seven out of ten business leaders, the Catholic Church hierarchy,
many retired military offices, the press, several presidential hopefuls, numerous unions, leftist
guerrillas, and much of the political opposition have called on the president to step down.
At the same time, the other half of the population according to public opinion polls as well as threefourths of the legislature, the majority of the leadership of Samper's Partido Liberal, some of the
political opposition, several other unions, the leaders of the Cali drug cartel, and Samper's close
collaborators in the administration all urge him to stay. Samper has shown a remarkable capacity
for political survival and an ability to hang on to power, in part by appealing to nationalism and
Colombians' strong opposition to interventionism, and by repeatedly reminding the country that he
has twice been cleared of wrongdoing in a "transparent" process in the House of Representatives,
giving him the right to remain in office. While some opponents charge that fear of reprisals is
behind the public's failure to rise up in protest, they also acknowledge that Samper is still a popular
president with an approval rating that is among the highest of any leader in Latin America.
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Nevertheless, on his second anniversary, Samper's approval rating of 28.6% is half the 60% that
it was when he assumed office. While 47.6% of those questioned want Samper to resign, 46.1%
want him to finish his term, according to Yankelovich Acevedo Asociados public opinion firm.
"We cannot ignore that a large part of the population has been tricked into believing that this is a
conspiracy of the Americans and the domestic bourgeoisie," said Adolfo Salamanca, the assistant
prosecutor who has pursued investigations that have landed eight members of Congress, the
attorney general, and assistant attorney general in jail on drug-related corruption charges.
Among the many theories about how Samper has managed to survive, one that has much
acceptance is that those powers that might be strong enough to topple him the military and the
industrial leaders simply do not want to do it or do not want to pay the political cost. In addition,
political apathy is very strong among Colombians, many of whom believe that the system is so
corrupt that it cannot be fixed or that the corruption permeates the entire political system and
changing leaders will do little to rid the country of the malady. While calls have come from across
the political and social spectrum for Samper to step down, they have been fairly widely spaced,
reducing their impact.
Had the calls been made in a bloc, said one Partido Liberal leader, perhaps Samper would have
felt compelled to step down. "There has been no unified, organized political strategy, based on an
alternative proposal, that has found acceptance among the people," said Jesus Ortiz, political editor
of the Bogota daily newspaper El Tiempo. The legal decisions against Samper's close collaborators-and there have been dozens have also come "a drop at a time," rather than in a torrent, and so the
effect has been minimized. Following the favorable congressional decision, Samper assumed the
initiative with a call for "national reconciliation," plans to reactivate the economy, a war against
corruption, and increased efforts to cooperate with the US in its anti-drug trafficking campaign.
The latter, which included stiffer sentences for convicted drug dealers and massive spraying of coca
fields, has caused a serious conflict with the coca growers. But coca eradication is strongly backed
by the US and Samper is desperately trying to regain US acceptance. Despite Samper's opinion
that Colombia and the US are united "like an indissoluble marriage" in the struggle against drug
trafficking, such a "marriage" is now undergoing its worst crisis. On July 11, in its strongest message
to date against the Colombian president, the US canceled Samper's visa and said he was no longer
welcome in the US (see NotiSur, 07/19/96).
However, some diplomats have said the US prefers a weak Samper to an ousted Samper for the
moment. They add that, should Clinton's ratings take a nosedive, Samper could become a handy
trophy to demonstrate a hard-line position on drugs. Samper's newly installed foreign minister,
Maria Emma Mejia, went to the US in July to try to smooth over the strained relations. While
she returned without concrete changes in the US opposition toward Samper, US Ambassador
to Colombia Myles Frechette described the visit as positive and a step in the right direction. The
major concern of the Samper administration is whether the US will impose trade sanctions. "The
president can easily resist his opposition with support from the military," said political analyst
Rodrigo Losada. "But if the US imposes sanctions that hit hard at specific sectors of the economy,
such as flower exports and air transport, business leaders could organize company shutdowns that
would force the president to step down. Otherwise, Samper will finish out his term." (Sources: The
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Los Angeles Times, 06/29/96; Notimex, 07/08/96; Agence France- Presse, 06/21/96, 07/11/96, 08/05/96;
Spanish news service EFE, 08/05-07/96)
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